Immune reconstitution in patients with HIV infection.
The peripheral T cell pool is damaged by HIV-1 infection and can be regenerated by production of new T lymphocytes either from the thymus or from proliferation of post-thymic T cells. A critical question for AIDS patients is whether treatment with antiretroviral drugs can restore the capability to produce new T lymphocytes. The development of a new assay of thymus function in adults (the measurement of T cell receptor excision circles, TRECs), and studies of thymus biopsies in untreated and treated HIV-1-infected patients, have suggested that in select patients the thymus can regenerate on antiretroviral therapy. New strategies to overcome the thymic atrophy of aging are needed to improve thymic function in the majority of AIDS patients.